Art, Writing, and Culture 
cf 


xD 
xP No. 11 May, 1991 


A Reinterpretation of the Wooden Box from 
Tortuguero 


by Matthew G. Looper 


Coe (1974) published the first comment on the text opens with a calendar round date of 6 
inscription of a small (approximately 15 x 4 cm.) Etz’nab 11 Tz’ek at A1-B1. The next four glyphs 
wooden box probably originally from Tortuguero at A2-D1 serve to tie this initial date to a period 
(see Fig. 1). In addition to establishing much of ending. Here, it is 8 Ahaw 13 Tz’ek, the tun seat- 
the calendrics of the text, he offered a tentative ing of 9.12.7.0.0. The initial date is therefore 
conclusion that the text refers to several events in two days before this, or 9.12.6.17.18. The event 
the life of a ruler whom he called *Lord Jaguar." that occurred on this date is at C2-D2, ma+a 
Advancements in the decipherment of the Classic il+a+hi, or ma’ ilah. Since ma’ negativizes 
writing system and in our knowledge of the an- verbs, and ilah is “was seen," the verbal phrase 
cient political systems made over the last seven- reads “was not seen." The person who was not 
teen years make a re-evaluation of the text time- seen is named at E1-F1; he is Balam-Ahaw (also 
ly. This note offers some new ideas about some known as Ahpo-Balam) ch’ul bak ahaw, the lord 
of the elements of the text and comments on the who ruled Tortuguero during the time that Pakal 
power relationships of the four different in- E ruled Palenque and who is the protagonist of 
dividuals at Tortuguero who are named in it. Tortuguero Monuments 1, 6, 2, and 8. Since the 

The text is read in pairs continuously around date of this event is the latest known for this 
the four sides of the box and continues on the bot- lord, one might hypothesize that it is a death-re- 
tom. There were originally glyphs on the top of lated event. Perhaps, then, ma’ ilah is a rather 


the lid, but they are now unreadable. The side 
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polite way of referring to the burial of Balam- 
Ahaw. 

The next phrase supports this interpretation. It 
begins at E2 with a distance number of two 
winals. The next glyph at F2 is the backgrounded 
event from which the distance number is count- 
ing. It is Lounsbury’s "Q Death,” which, when it 
can be linked to other events in texts, is some- 
thing that happens on the same day as the "wing- 
shell" death (the expiration of the soul) and 
before burial. Following David Stuart’s (n.d.) 
reading of the rattlesnake rattle that sits atop the 
quincunx as och, the entire collocation reads och 
bih, or “entered the road." It would seem likely 
that this event refers to the action of falling into 
the Underworld on the day of death. The person 
who entered the road is named at G1 as Balam- 
Ahaw, and the date to which the distance number 
leads is at H1-G2, 8 Kawak 12 Yaxk’in, or 
9.12.7.1.19. 

One will notice that the distance number of 2 
winals is one day too short to link 6 Etz’nab 11 
Tz’ek (9.12.6.17.18.) and 8 Kawak 12 Yaxk’in 
(9.12.7.1.19.). If we are to understand the dis- 
tance number as being exact, the date of the och 
bih event must be 9.17.10.17.19., the day after 
the date of the proposed burial. If this were the 
case, it would be inconsistent with all the other 
death and burial sequences known in the inscrip- 
tions. Therefore, I believe that the two winal dis- 
tance number is probably a rounding-off of the ac- 


tual distance number of nineteen days. In this in- 
terpretation, the death and burial would have 
taken place on the same day. 

To continue with the rest of the sentence, the 
event that happened on 8 Kawak 12 Yaxk’in is 
written at H2-I12, chumwan ta ahawle, "was 
seated in reign.” The protagonist is at J1-12, Ek’ 
Muy(i)' Chan(i), or Black-Cloud-Sky (the real 
Stormy-Sky!). The seating of Ek’-Muy-Chan, 
however, was not of his own doing, since at J2 
we have ye+te, or yet, which in other contexts 
seems to mean “by the action of” or “by the 
work of." (Since the Chol word e’tel is glossed 
as "trabajo," (Aulie and Aulie 1978:58) yet might 
simply be the possessed form of et, meaning “his 
work. ”) The person who did the work is named 
at K1 with the k’a fist with Imix markings suf- 
fixed by (probably) a li, read k’abal, followed at 
L1 by an u and a bird bead with a hank of hair 
hanging in front of its face. K’abal-“Bird," there- 
fore, seems to have installed Ek’-Muy-Chan as 
lord shortly after the death of the high lord of 
Tortuguero, Balam-Ahaw. 

The next sentence begins at K2 with a distance 
number of 1 tun. At L2-M1 is the backgrounded 
verb phrase from which the distance number 
counts: chumwaniy ta ahawle “since the seating 
in reign.” The protagonist is deleted but should 
be the topic of the last phrase—K’abal-"Bird." 
That the protagonist of this backgrounded seating 
is not Ek’-Muy-Chan is demonstrated by tlie fact 


1 See Stuart and Houston (1990) on the reading of the dotted “S” scroll as muy or muyal. 
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that the 1 tun distance does not link Ek’-Muy- 
Chan’s seating with the next calendar round date 
of 9 Manik’ 15 Pop? (9.12.7.14.7), at M2-N2. 
We may, therefore, calculate that K’abal-"Bird’s™ 
seating would have been on 9.12.6.14.7, 71 days 
before the death of Balam-Ahaw. Since Balam- 
Ahaw had the title of ch’ul ahaw, and K’abal- 
“Bird” was only an ahaw, we may posit that the 
latter was an underlord of the former. 

The date 9 Manik’ 15 Pop is specially marked 
in the text by the glyph at N1, the Initial Glyph 
of the Primary Standard Sequence on Classic pot- 
tery. This glyph, for which there is not yet a 
completely acceptable reading,” is used in other 
Tortuguero texts, most notably Monument 6, to 
highlight dates on which events occur that carry 
the narrative forward. More specifically, instead 
of the usual pattern in Palenque texts of distance 
number, followed by an iwal ur, calendar round 
date, verb phrase, and then the agent; at Tor- 
tuguero, the standard structure is distance num- 
ber, PSS Initial Glyph, calendar round date, iwal 
+ verb phrase, and then the agent. In the inscrip- 
tion of the box, the event highlighted by the Ini- 
tial Glyph is at O1-P1, chumwan ta itz’at, The 
protagonist is named at O2-P2 as ah+k'a+xa 
balam+ma, ot Ah K’ax Balam. (Since k'ax is 
glossed in Chol (see Aulie and Aulie 1978:42) 
and other Mayan languages as “to cross" or “to 
pass," Ah K’ax’s name may mean "He of cross- 
2 See Coe (1974:53) on the reading of N2 as 15 Pop. 
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ing. *) Nikolai Grube (1991: 
personal communication) 
noticed that this office at P1 
into which Ah K'ax-Balam 
was seated is the same as that 4 
identified as a scribal title by 
Justin Kerr (1991). At the 
1991 Advanced Seminar of 
the Maya Meetings at Texas, 5 
Grube also presented evidence 
that this title reads irz ’ar, 
meaning "artist," "scientist," or “learned man* 
(see Barrera Vasquez 1980:273). Ah K’ax- 
Balam, then, was probably a member of a noble 
Tortuguero family who, after completing train- 
ing, took the official title of irz’at. 

The final sentence of the box is quite 
straightforward. A distance number of 5 k’ins, 
11 winals, and 1 tun (Q1-Q2) leads from the 
backgrounded seating (R2), ta itz ‘art “as wise 
man” (S1), to the featured event at S2, a T79 
dedication. The thing dedicated is at $3- S4, 
yotot "south," “his south house," and the agent 
appears at S5. Here his name is spelled only with 
the Ah K’ax. Because the protagonist of the fea- 
tured event on this box is the itz ‘at Ah K’ax- 
Balam, I would surmise that the box belonged to 
bim (and may even be his work). Furthermore, 
the box itself might have been used in the house 
dedication of S2-S5. 


? Barbara MacLeod (n.d.) has proposed that the PSS Initial Glyph reads ay(c), meaning “this happened.” If the mirror sign is simply 
an inverted li, however, the collocation may read aliy, or “it is said." 


The question of Ah K’ax-Balam’s relationship 
to the other lords mentioned in the text is more 
tricky. While one can make good cases for the 
precedence of Balam-Ahaw over Ek’-Muy-Chan 
and Ek’-Muy-Chan over K’abal-"Bird," Ah K’ax- 
Balam could have been subordinate to either Ek’- 
Muy-Chan or K’abal-"Bird" or both. If Ah K’ax- 
Balam were subordinate only to K’abal-"Bird," 
however, it would be difficult to explain the men- 
tion of Ek’-Muy-Chan in the text. Therefore, I 
tend to believe that Ah K’ax-Balam was subor- 
dinate to both Ek’-Muy-Chan and K’abal- “Bird. " 

In conclusion, I offer a paraphrase of the entire 
text: On 6 Etz’nab 11 Tz’ek, two days before the 
tun was set on 8 Ahaw 13 Tz’ek, was not seen, 
Balam-Ahaw, Holy Palenque Lord. [About] two 
winals after he entered the road, Balam-Ahaw, it 
was 8 Kawak 12 Yaxk’in. [On this date] was 
seated Ek’-Muy-Chan by the work of K’abal- 
"Bird." One tun after the seating [of K’abal- 
*Bird"} in reign, it is said ? it was 9 Manik’ 15 
Pop. [On this date} was seated as wise man, Ah 
K’ax-Balam. Five k’ins, eleven winals, and one 
tun since he was seated as wise man, it was dedi- 
cated, his south house, [by] Ah K’ax. 
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